
Dancing in That Art Film on the Beach in November 
 
We took a sprinter van to the beach in Far Rockaway  
that November. It was as cold as a witch's tit. We wore  
 
nothing but tights and leotards, and our feet  
were as bare as the truth. We took a sprinter van  
 
to the film set on the beach in Far Rockaway where  
the wind flung sand at our eyes and our bodies,  
 
abrading our skin the way tires rub the road. We wore  
black leotards over tights, with nothing to break the wind  
 
or guard against the cold but the thin skin  
of our desire, on the set of that art film on the beach  
 
in Far Rockaway that November. My friend Holly 
was the choreographer. The film was about war, 
 
about birth and death and rebirth, 
about Armageddon. The wind stung our eyes  
 
and the cold stung our cheeks and our bare feet tingled,  
froze, and went numb. But the show must go on!  
 
Besides dancers, there was a pregnant actress  
wearing a diaphanous white gown who had to walk out  
 
of the ocean at the beginning of the film. She was  
supposed to represent the Great Mother of Humanity.  
 
I was too cold myself to feel sorry for her, walking out 
of the ocean all wet and shivering. Besides, the show 
 
must go on, so we kept dancing on the wet sand  
in the freezing cold at that beach in Far Rockaway  
 
that November. My friend Holly was the choreographer.  
She said to suck it up, so we did. We sucked up the cold  
 
and wet but were still miserable on that beach  
in Far Rockaway that November. There was  
 
a lot of rolling in the sand, lengthwise, our bodies  
long like the day. We crawled out of the actress's  
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womb at the ocean's edge. We rolled in the wet sand  
in the freezing cold. I was the smallest  
 
and the lightest, so I got thrown around  
a lot in that dance. But Holly said to suck it up,  
 
to forget about the freezing cold and to roll  
on the wet sand, our bodies as long as the day,  
 
to crawl out of the actress's diaphanous womb,  
to dance on the beach and quit griping about the cold.  
 
Be thrilled to have been chosen! If you want to make it  
as an artist in this world, then you can't be griping  
 
about the cold, even if you are rolling in the wet sand  
on the beach in Far Rockaway in November. So 
 
our eyes stung, and our cheeks stung,  
and our feet tingled and went numb,  
 
but we were glad to be the chosen ones, glad to be  
chosen to dance in that art film in the cold,  
 
rolling on the sand at the beach in Far Rockaway  
that November. And our feet were as bare as our truth, 
 
and our skins were thin with desire, and our bodies  
stretched long as the day. 
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Affirmation 
(from Audre Lorde's "Erotic as Power") 
 
There are many kinds of power used and unused, acknowledged or otherwise. The erotic is a 
resource within each of us that lies in a deeply female and spiritual plane, firmly rooted in the 
power of our unexpressed or unrecognized feeling In order to perpetuate itself, every oppression 
must corrupt or distort those various sources of power within the culture of the oppressed that 
can provide energy for change. For women, this has meant a suppression of the erotic as a 
considered source of power and information within our lives.  

We have been taught to suspect this resource, vilified, abused, and devalued within western 
society. On the one hand, the superficially erotic has been encouraged as a sign of female 
inferiority; on the other hand, women have been made to suffer and to feel both contemptible and 
suspect by virtue of its existence.  

It is a short step from there to the false belief that only by the suppression of the erotic within our 
lives and consciousness can women be truly strong. But that strength is illusory, for it is 
fashioned within the context of male models of power.  

As women, we have come to distrust that power which rises from our deepest and non-rational 
knowledge. We have been warned against it all our lives by the male world, which values this 
depth of feeling enough to keep women around in order to exercise it in the service of men, but 
which fears this same depth too much to examine the possibilities of it within themselves. So 
women are maintained at a distant/inferior position to be psychically milked much the same way 
ants maintain colonies of aphids to provide a life- giving substance for their masters.  

But the erotic offers a well of replenishing and provocative force to the woman who does not 
fear its revelation, nor succumb to the belief that sensation is enough.  

The erotic has often been misnamed by men and used against women. It has been made into the 
confused, the trivial, the psychotic, and plasticized sensation For this reason, we have turned 
away from the exploration and consideration of the erotic as a source of power and information, 
confusing it with the pornographic. But pornography is a direct denial of the power of the erotic, 
for it represents the suppression of true feeling. Pornography emphasizes sensation without 
feeling.  

The erotic is a measure between our sense of self and the chaos of our strongest feelings. It is an 
internal sense of satisfaction to which, once we have experienced it, we know we can aspire. For 
having experienced the fullness of this depth of feeling and recognizing its power, in honor and 
self-respect we can require no less of ourselves.  

It is never easy to demand the most from ourselves, from our lives, from our work. To encourage 
excellence is to go beyond the encouraged mediocrity of our society. But giving in to the fear of 
feeling and working to capacity is a luxury only the unintentional can afford, and the 
unintentional are those who do not wish to guide their own destinies.  
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This internal requirement toward excellence which we learn from the erotic must not be 
misconstrued as demanding the impossible from ourselves nor from others. Such a demand 
incapacitates everyone in the process. For the erotic is not a question only of what we do; it is a 
question of how acutely and fully we can feel in the doing. Once we know the extent to which 
we are capable of feeling that sense of satisfaction and completion, we can then observe which of 
our various life endeavors bring us closest to that fullness.  

The aim of each thing which we do is to make our lives and the lives of our children richer and 
more possible. Within the celebration of the erotic in all our endeavors, my work becomes a 
conscious decision —a longed-for bed which I enter gratefully and from which I rise up 
empowered.  

Of course, women so empowered are dangerous. So we are taught to separate the erotic from 
most vital areas of our lives other than sex And the lack of concern for the erotic root and 
satisfactions of our work is felt in our disaffection from so much of what we do. For instance, 
how often do we truly love our work even at its most difficult?  

The principal horror of any system which defines the good in terms of profit rather than in terms 
of human need, or which defines human need to the exclusion of the psychic and emotional 
components of that  

need -the principal horror of such a system is that it robs our work of its erotic value, its erotic 
power and life appeal and fulfillment. Such a system reduces work to a travesty of necessities a 
duty by which we earn bread or oblivion for ourselves and those we love. But this is tantamount 
to blinding a painter and then telling her to improve her work, and to enjoy the act of painting. It 
is not only next to impossible, it is also profoundly cruel.  

As women, we need to examine the ways in which our world can be truly different. I am 
speaking here of the necessity for reassessing the quality of all the aspects of our lives and of our 
work, and of how we move toward and through them.  

The very word erotic comes from the Greek word eros, the personification of love in all its 
aspects— born of Chaos, and personifying creative power and harmony. When I speak of the 
erotic, then, I speak of it as an assertion of the life force of women; of that creative energy 
empowered, the knowledge and use of which we are now reclaiming in our language, our 
history, our dancing, our loving, our work, our lives  

There are frequent attempts to equate pornography and eroticism, two diametrically opposed 
uses of the sexual. Because of these attempts, it has become fashionable to separate the spiritual 
(psychic and emotional) from the political to see them as contradictory or antithetical. "What do 
you mean, 

 a poetic revolutionary a meditating gunrunner?" In the same way, we have attempted to separate 
the spiritual and the erotic, thereby reducing the spiritual to a world of flattened affect, a world of 
the ascetic who aspires to feel nothing. But nothing is farther from the truth. For the ascetic 
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position is one of the highest fear, the gravest immobility. The gravest abstinence of the ascetic 
becomes the ruling obsession And it is no tone of self- discipline but of self-abnegation.  

The dichotomy between the spiritual and the political is also false, resulting from an incomplete 
attention to our erotic knowledge. For the bridge which connects them is formed by the erotic—
the sensual —those physical, emotional, and psychic expressions of what is deepest and 
strongest and richest within each of us, being shared: the passions of love, in its deepest 
meanings.  

Beyond the superficial, the considered phrase "It feels right to me" acknowledges the strength of 
the erotic into a true knowledge, for what that means is the first and most powerful guiding light 
toward any understanding. And understanding is a handmaiden which can only wait upon, or 
clarify, that knowledge, deeply born. The erotic is the nurturer or nursemaid of all our deepest 
knowledge.  

The erotic functions for me in several ways, and the first is in providing the power which comes 
from sharing deeply any pursuit with another person. The sharing of joy, whether physical 
emotional, psychic, or intellectual, forms a bridge between the sharers which can be the basis for 
understanding much of what is not shared between them, and lessens the threat of their 
difference.  

Another important way in which the erotic connection functions is the open and fearless 
underlining of my capacity for joy, in the way my body stretches to music and opens into 
response, harkening to its deepest rhythms so every level upon which I sense also opens to the 
erotically satisfying experience, whether it is dancing, building a bookcase, writing a poem or 
examining an idea.  

That self-connection shared is a measure of the joy which I know myself to be capable of feeling 
reminder of my capacity for feeling. And that deep and irreplaceable knowledge of my capacity 
for joy comes to demand from all of my life that it be lived within the knowledge that such 
satisfaction is possible, and does not have to be called marriage, nor god, nor an afterlife.  

This is one reason why the erotic is so feared, and so often relegated to the bedroom alone, when 
it is recognized at all. For once we begin to feel deeply all the aspects of our lives, we begin to 
demand from ourselves and from our life pursuits that they feel in accordance with that joy 
which we know ourselves to be capable of. Our erotic knowledge empowers us, becomes a lens 
through which we scrutinize all aspects of our existence, forcing us to evaluate those aspects 
honestly in terms of the irrelative meaning within our lives. And this is a grave responsibility, 
projected from within each of us, not to settle for the convenient, the shoddy, the conventionally 
expected, nor the merely safe.  

During World War II, we bought sealed plastic packets of white, uncolored margarineintense 
pellet of yellow coloring perched like a topaz just inside the clear skin of the bag. We would 
leave the margarine out for a while to soften, and then we would pinch the little pellet to break it 
inside the bag, releasing the rich yellowness into the soft pale mass of margarine. Then taking it 
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carefully between our fingers, we would knead it gently back and forth, over and over, until the 
color had spread throughout the whole pound bag of margarine, thoroughly coloring it.  

I find the erotic such a kernel within myself. When released from its intense and constrained 
pellet, it  

flows through and colors my life with a kind of energy that heightens and sensitizes and 
strengthens all my experience.  

We have been raised to fear the yes within ourselves, our deepest cravings. But, once recognized, 
those which do not enhance our future lose their power and can be altered. The fear of our 
deepest cravings keeps them suspect and indiscriminately powerful, for to suppress any truth is 
to give it strength beyond endurance. The fear that we cannot grow beyond whatever distortions 
we may find within ourselves keeps us docile and loyal and obedient, externally defined, and 
leads us to accept many facets of our own oppression as women.  

When we live outside ourselves, and by that I mean on external directives only rather than from 
our internal knowledge and needs, when we live away from those erotic guides from within 
ourselves, then our lives are limited by external and alien forms, and we conform to the needs of 
a structure that is not based on human need, let alone an individual's. But when we begin to live 
from within outward, in touch with the power of the erotic within ourselves, and allowing that 
power to inform and illuminate our actions upon the world around us, then we begin to be 
responsible to ourselves in the deepest sense. For as we begin to recognize our deepest feelings, 
we begin to give up, of necessity, being satisfied with suffering, and self-negation, and with the 
numbness which so often seems like the only alternative in our society. Our acts against 
oppression become integral with self-empowered from within.  

In touch with the erotic, I become less willing to accept powerlessness, or those other supplied 
states of being which are not native to me, such as resignation, despair, self-effacement, 
depression, self-denial.  

And yes, there is a hierarchy. There is a difference between painting a black fence and writing a 
poem but only one of quantity. And there is for me, no difference between writing a good poem 
and moving into sunlight against the body of a woman I love.  

This brings me to the last consideration of the erotic To share the power of each other's feelings 
is different from using another's feelings as we would use a Kleenex. When we look the other 
way from our experience, erotic or otherwise, we use rather than share the feelings of those 
others who participate in the experience with us. And use without consent of the used is abuse.  

In order to be utilized, our erotic feelings must be recognized. The need for sharing deep feeling 
is a human need. But within the European-American tradition, this need is satisfied by certain 
proscribed erotic comings-together. These occasions are almost always characterized by a 
simultaneous looking away, a pretense of calling them something else, whether a religion, a fit, 
mob violence, or even playing doctor. And this misnaming of the need and the deed give rise to 
that distortion which results in pornography and obscenity—the abuse of feeling.  
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When we look away from the importance of the erotic in the development and sustenance of our 
power, or when we look away from ourselves as we satisfy our erotic needs in concert with 
others, we use each other as objects of satisfaction rather than share our joy in the satisfying, 
rather than make connection with our similarities and our differences. To refuse to be conscious 
of what we are feeling at any time, however comfortable that might seem, is to deny a large part 
of the experience, and to allow ourselves to be reduced to the pornographic, the abused, and the 
absurd.  

The erotic cannot be felt secondhand. As a Black lesbian feminist, I have a particular feeling, 
knowledge, and understanding for those sisters with whom I have danced hard, played, or even 
fought. This deep participation has often been the forerunner for joint concerted actions not 
possible before.  

But this erotic charge is not easily shared by women who continue to operate under an 
exclusively European-American male tradition. I know it was not available to me when I was 
trying to adapt my consciousness to this mode of living and sensation.  

Only now, I find more and more women-identified women brave enough to risk sharing the 
erotic’s electrical charge without having to look away, and without distorting the enormously 
powerful and creative nature of that exchange. Recognizing the power of the erotic within our 
lives can give us the energy to pursue genuine change within our world, rather than merely 
settling for a shift of characters in the same weary drama.  

For not only do we touch our most profoundly creative source, but we do that which is female 
and self-affirming in the face of a racist, patriarchal, and anti-erotic society.  
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But for a Pair of Purple Cowboy Boots 
 
No poetry, no roses,  
no dewy orchids to tend. No song  
in her heart. No tresses, no sparkle,  
and mint has overtaken the garden.  
Play Doh under her fingernails  
and in the cracks of her knuckles. Sigh 
and sigh and sigh. Her husband 
likes to fuck in the mornings,  
so she does. After he leaves for work,  
she throws the boy's little wet undies  
and wet sheets into the washer. Cheerios  
with milk for him. Cheerios  
without milk for the girl. Now  
the car. He has to pee again. Back inside. 
Back out again. The girl-child cries.  
The boy-child cries. Marie's life  
right now is a prison sentence. She goes  
nowhere. Does nothing. Well,  
she does her time. While the monsters  
are at school, she sits cross-legged  
on the hardwood floor and searches  
the internet for the perfect pair  
of purple cowboy boots. She looks  
at porn: suck and fuck and lick  
slick thick. On Craig's List,  
she finds a virtual girlfriend. Rub and rub  
and lick slick thick. Shower. Without  
her glasses, the whole world looks  
steamy. In the closet, a sheet. White,  
white, white. She tears strips. Braids them  
long. Makes a loop (it's a noose,  
just say it.). There is a hook on   
the ceiling that used to hold a chandelier  
before the boy smashed it  
with one hard kick of his soccer ball. She 
checks eBay and Poshmark, but there  
are no purple cowboy boots  
to be found anywhere. Well, that settles it.  
The hook holds the long white braid  
of sheets and the noose tightens  
around her neck. This is freedom. This  
is poetry. Her life right now is  
a prison sentence. This is the way out. 
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Baby Hummingbird Drinks Juice from a Raspberry 
 
As she folds his shirts, she stares out the window 
at the yard, where a hummingbird shimmers, drinking 
 
from the tiny white flowers on that tree by the fence,  
the tree that used to be a weed. The girls play 
 
among the roots, making mud houses  
for their Barbies. Before she married their father, 
 
Bonnie had asked God for a sign and on her way home,  
she'd seen a vandalized angel statue on its side  
 
on top of an overpass. The angel had been  
spray-painted black. Though she suspected  
 
that the angel had been sent by God, Bonnie married  
her husband anyway. She is a very good wife.  
 
The girls are homeschooled, so playing in the mud  
qualifies as a science lesson. When Bonnie's husband  
 
punched her in the throat, she knew she ought to have 
heeded God's warning. Another hummingbird  
 
appears by the tree, its blur of wings iridescent  
in the sunshine. Bonnie saw a baby hummingbird  
 
on Facebook the other day and was enthralled  
by its size. It was about the size of a jellybean. It rested  
 
in the palm of someone's hand, drinking juice  
from a raspberry nearly twice its size. By the time  
 
Bonnie's husband had the affair, they hadn't spoken  
for nearly a year. Bonnie hadn't minded, not about  
 
the not-speaking nor the affair. Later today, she will  
teach the girls how to bake a cake, and the measuring  
 
will count as their math lesson. She taught them to read  
using the NIV Ultimate Bible for Girls: Faithgirlz  
 
Edition and Harry Potter. Bonnie is a very good  
mother. The hummingbirds flit, and sunshine pours  
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over her girls. When Bonnie's husband stopped  
drinking for good, his dick stopped working too.  
 
To be perfectly honest, Bonnie didn't mind. At least  
he stopped spending all his money  
 
on loose women in the bars. At least  
he stopped hitting Bonnie. She could live  
 
without sex. As Bonnie folds her husband's last shirt,  
she thinks of the young mother across the street  
 
who isn't a Christian and decides to invite  
the young mother over for a prayer circle.  
 
The young mother can bring her baby but not  
her dog. The girls love babies, but Bonnie is afraid  
 
of dogs. When the young mother comes, Bonnie  
will lead them in prayer. They will pray  
 
for Bonnie's husband. They will pray  
for their children. Bonnie is a good wife, mother,  
 
and neighbor. Turning away from the window,  
she picks up her husband's shirts and carries them  
 
to the stairs. Her heart flutters way up  
in her throat like a baby hummingbird. Not from fear. 
 
Because she is blessed. Because she is happy. Bonnie  
is so happy that she hardly notices she's crying. 
 

 


